BuiLDING A COMMUNITY OF READING EXPERTS

What is reading comprehension
and why is it important?

Comprehension is a highly complex cognitive process involving the intentional
interaction between the reader and the text to create meaning (National Reading
Panel, 2000). In other words, comprehension doesn’t just happen,; it requires
effort. Readers must intentionally and purposefully work to create meaning from
what they read. Good readers become so fluent and automatic at

strategic comprehension processing that you rarely “see” the

work they are doing. Strategic processing—a necessity for
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efficient and effective comprehension—involves using

strategies to understand text, knowing when to use the

various strategies, actively thinking about and
monitoring what is read, understanding text structure,

and engaging in meaningful discussions about text.
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To help students acquire and use strategies for understanding the print sources they will encounter in their
lives, students must be taught how to use text to think and learn. This requires teachers to teach from a
variety of genres so that students develop expertise with different kinds of printed materials. At the same

time, students need to engage in many years of reading.

What difficulties do students encounter that impact their ability to comprehend?

Five particular reasons associated with most reading comprehension problems include:

1. Language delays and difficulties. Learning to understand the meaning of what a text communicates
depends a great deal on our capacity for understanding spoken language. Written and spoken language
are related forms of communication; both depend on people using them to understand their meaning,
organization, structure, and intent. Some students enter school with difficulties understanding spoken
language due to disabilities, environmental challenges that cause delays in their language development,
or second language learning. As a result, they are also likely to face difficulties understanding written
language.

2. Early reading difficulties leading to fluency problems. Translating written words to spoken
language allows readers to access the author’s message. For students who experience difficulties with
word recognition, struggle with decoding words, or read very slowly, the information in the text is often
inaccessible. Reading quickly enough so that it sounds like “natural” language contributes to a student’s
comprehension—the reading flow and focus on comprehension are not disrupted by decoding.

3. Lack of knowledge about the world and about words. Knowing what words mean and how they
relate to the world is critical to understanding print. At the same time, reading is often the source of new
vocabulary knowledge and provides greater understanding of the world around us. Informational
books introduce us to new ideas, and fiction often elicits emotional responses as we share in the sorrow
or joy of a character. However, if we are unable to understand key words or how a text relates to our
world, the stories or information fail to achieve their goal.

4. Lack of knowledge of comprehension strategies and lack of skill in applying strategies
appropriately. Good readers employ strategies before, during, and after reading that help them
comprehend text. For example, while we read we frequently, and often subconsciously, summarize facts
and details and confirm or challenge our existing thinking about the subject at hand. This process is
strategic, and the more we read, the more we improve. We use other strategies before reading, such as
clarifying our purpose for reading (e.g., skimming the newspaper for information about a storm that
occurred during the night). During and after reading, we reflect on how a particular text might impact
us or relate to our understanding of the world. Many readers exhibit challenges in employing these

strategies flexibly and effectively.
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5. Difficulties understanding text structures. All written text follows some sort of rhetorical structure,
such as the story grammar of narrative text or the organization structure used in an informational text. For
many students, these structures are not readily clear. When students do not understand text structure
patterns, like knowing all stories have a main character and a sequence of events, they have difficulty

understanding what was read and making inferences.

What are important issues to consider in reading comprehension instruction?

Over the past several decades, our understanding of how students comprehend what they read and the

impact of instruction on comprehension has grown tremendously. Still, several issues warrant our continued
attention:

1. The role of decoding in comprehension. Before children learn to read, they are dependent on oral
language and pictures to understand the world around them. Once they grasp the alphabetic principle,
they begin to use their understanding of print and sounds to read words. For students who experience
decoding difficulties, word recognition is like a traffic bottleneck on a highway. Regardless
of their level of listening comprehension, they have to learn the process of word recognition, much like
every car on the highway must slow down and pass through the bottleneck. Once decoding is mastered,
and students become fluent readers, they are able to develop proficiency in reading comprehension.

2. Strategy instruction versus content engagement. Research on comprehension has demonstrated that
proficient readers are strategic, orchestrating multiple strategies before, during and after reading.
However, instruction in comprehension strategies without a focus on content may be useless. Effective
comprehension instruction involves both strategy instruction and content engagement. We still need to
know how best to integrate these two key instructional areas.

3. Difficulties assessing comprehension to enhance instruction. Although a number of different
procedures are available to assess how well students can comprehend text, there is no universal consensus
on one best way to assess comprehension. Each test format, such as multiple choice questions, the cloze
procedure, or written responses to open-ended questions, provides a slightly different picture of students’
comprehension skills since they are all influenced to some extent by different test-taking skills. Further,
most comprehension tests are not “diagnostic” in the sense that they provide reliable information about
how to improve comprehension. It is particularly difficult to reliably assess whether
or not students are skilled at using reading comprehension strategies while they read, and there are no
standardized tests available to assess these important skills. In spite of these limitations, teachers can form
a useful picture of students’ emerging reading comprehension skills by frequently examining their ability
to comprehend and learn from text using multiple formats such as direct questioning, writing in response
to reading, summarization, or interviewing students about their use of specific strategies

while reading.
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What classroom practices support students’ reading comprehension?

Promoting Fluent Reading
Reading comprehension relies, in part, on fluent reading. Fluent readers are able to read a lot, make
connections between texts they have read, and learn many new words. Disfluent readers are unable to learn
many new words, do not develop proficiency in understanding text, and often learn to dislike reading.
Fortunately, developing reading fluency is not complicated. Teachers must ensure students have
adequate decoding skills, as well as opportunities to read with support. Research suggests that practice
reading and re-reading words, sentences, and connected text enhances accuracy and rate, and helps students
make their reading sound like spoken language. An added advantage is that as they improve their fluency,
students are also exposed to more words, which enhances their vocabulary. In turn, opportunities to read

connected text broaden students’ experiences with text and enhance their reading comprehension.

Building Background Knowledge

Comprehension occurs when a student integrates new information with their prior knowledge. Often
students who are at-risk for early reading difficulties lack sufficient background knowledge or are less able to
activate the knowledge they possess. Because of the importance of background knowledge in reading
comprehension and the diversity of today’s student population, teachers must be cautious not to make
assumptions about students’ previous experiences with language, concepts, ideas, and vocabulary.

Students can be explicitly taught how to link existing knowledge to new knowledge for the purpose of
building comprehension. Before reading, students are taught to think about what they know about a topic
and what they want to learn. During reading, teachers help students record or discuss the answers to the
“want to learn” questions as well as revise any misconceptions about what students thought they knew. After
reading, answers to the “want to learn” questions are finalized and unanswered or new questions are
discussed. This strategy of explicitly showing students how to connect existing knowledge with new
knowledge applies to both narrative and expository texts and can be used for reading and listening

comprehension.

Developing Vocabulary Knowledge
There is little argument that vocabulary knowledge positively impacts reading comprehension and academic
achievement. Understanding the relationship between vocabulary and comprehension is relatively
straightforward. If students don’t know the meanings of individual words, it is virtually impossible to
understand the overall meaning of a sentence or paragraph.

Because vocabulary is so important for comprehension, developing students” knowledge of words and
their meanings must be part of good comprehension instruction. Words typically are learned gradually. The

more actively, purposefully, and deeply students process words, the better they learn them. Simply stated,
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vocabulary gains are greatest if the meanings of words are explicitly, or directly, taught and this teaching is
followed by meaningful engagement with the words during reading and through discourse after reading.
Comprehension requires levels of word knowledge much higher than those achieved through traditional

instruction, which often focuses on defining vocabulary words and using them in sentences.

Determining Which Words to Teach
When thinking about which words to teach, it is important to remember that vocabulary words have
different uses and levels of importance. It is not always necessary to understand every word at the same level
of meaning; some words are simply more important to understand and will be encountered more frequently.
Overall, vocabulary should include words that students find useful in many contexts (e.g., in books, in
magazines, on a website, in spoken conversation, on signs). Consider the following guidelines when selecting
words to teach.

1. Don’t overwhelm students with too many new vocabulary words.

2. Limit vocabulary instruction to essential words or phrases that will improve students” comprehension.

3. Teach words students are likely to encounter often.

4. Teach the most important words thoroughly with extensive instruction, discussion, and practice.

Teaching Vocabulary
Research on vocabulary does not support a single, “best” way to teach vocabulary. Vocabulary instruction
should include the intensive study of some words and include opportunities for students to practice using
new words in many meaningful contexts. Because effective vocabulary instruction is based on what students
already know about a particular word and the nature of the word itself, some instructional approaches may
be better for teaching some words than for teaching others. Instructional approaches for vocabulary include:
¢ Explicit instruction: Directly provide a student-friendly definition or synonym and some examples and
non-examples to show the range of a word’s meaning.
* Visual word analysis: If a vocabulary word or concept is unfamiliar to students, teach the word and its
relationship to other already known words by using diagrams, concept maps, or feature analysis.
* Word talk: Talk, discuss, and use target vocabulary words in lessons, word-play activities, and
conversations throughout the day.
* Contextual analysis: If the text provides enough information about an unknown vocabulary word,

show students how to use the context or surrounding information in a text to infer a word’s meaning,.

Accelerating Language Development

English learners (ELs) and students with more limited language and vocabulary require instructional time
each day devoted specifically to language development and language comprehension. Many reading
programs are based on the assumption that students know foundational words; however, for ELs this is often
not the case. They need instruction that focuses on the use of abstract foundational words such as will, can,
have, and because. Language development should also include explicit vocabulary instruction and

opportunities for extended conversation, both during reading instruction and during the rest of the school
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day. Teacher-facilitated conversations and discussions can focus on literacy content—stories read each day, for
example—or general concepts. In addition, these students need opportunities to use language in ways that
promote accurate use of grammar and syntax. Using familiar content for this instructional focus allows ELs to
concentrate on correct language use, rather than concept attainment. Specific practices and instructional
strategies for developing language and comprehension include the following.

1. Select key vocabulary that will enhance understanding.

2. Provide a range of activities involving those key vocabulary concepts.

3. Provide meaningful English language input to students by responding to the intent of their utterances

rather than pedantically correcting their speech.

4. Actively encourage students to practice expressing ideas and concepts in English.
Finally, language development should address ways students learning English can better understand the
“language of the classroom.” In elementary school settings, teacher language is extensive—both academic
language and conversational language. This language may focus on the routines teachers expect students to
follow, or the content they expect them to understand. Teachers should prompt and guide students through
language. When ELs understand both the basic points and the nuances, it is much easier for them to

comprehend instruction and learning goals.

Teaching Strategic Processing

Strategic processing—the use of strategies to understand text and the knowledge of when to use specific
strategies during reading—is required for effective comprehension. It includes actively thinking about and
monitoring what is read, understanding text structure, and engaging in meaningful discussions about text.
This processing is referred to as strategic because it requires self-regulation on the part of the reader to

understand the conditions of reading that require different types of thinking.

Explicitly Teaching Cognitive Strategies

Students can learn a number of strategies to improve their comprehension. Some of these include
summarizing, finding the main idea, generating and answering questions, making connections, previewing
and predicting, and self-monitoring and clarifying. When readers use strategies well, they are better able to
retain, organize, and evaluate the information they read. Explicit instruction in comprehension strategies is
critical because it provides students with a model for how expert readers process text. Specifically, explicit
strategy instruction should (a) define the strategy, (b) demonstrate the steps of the strategy and how and
when it works, (c) model multiple examples, (d) provide extensive opportunities for strategy practice, (e)
structure further opportunities for review and additional practice, and (f) provide corrective feedback. The

following are some critical comprehension strategies students must learn.

1. Identifying important information (main idea) 4. Generating and answering questions
2. Inferring / predicting 5. Visualizing
3. Monitoring/clarifying 6. Summarizing
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Developing Metacognition

Metacognition, or self-regulated thinking, is an internal dialogue or “self talk” between the reader and

the text that focuses on what a reader is thinking and what the reader knows during reading. Specifically,

it involves (a) knowing how and when to use a variety of comprehension strategies and (b) actively
monitoring understanding. First, metacognition involves an understanding of how certain strategies aid
comprehension, such as how identifying the main idea helps with summarizing. Students who develop
metacognition also understand that not all comprehension strategies are equally important at all times; the
usefulness of the strategy depends on the purpose for reading. Second, good readers remember more if they
ask themselves questions during reading and actively monitor their understanding. For example, many good
readers constantly and automatically ask themselves questions such as, “Does this make sense? Is this the
main character? How does that relate to the plot of the story?” The active monitoring of understanding is the
metacognition that initiates and maintains comprehension throughout the reading process.

Despite the cognitive complexity of monitoring understanding during reading, metacognition is viewed
as an instructional priority in grades K-3. For example, the National Research Council (1998) included the
abilities to “distinguish whether simple sentences are incomplete and fail to make sense” and “notice when
texts fail to make sense” as first grade goals. At first thought it might seem to be an enormous instructional
challenge to teach elementary students self-monitoring strategies, especially if students are not reading
independently. However, while research on metacognition in the early grades is relatively limited, using text-
based discussions and questioning appear to be an ideal way to teach students to self-monitor. For example,
teacher “think alouds” during text-based discussions can be used to model self talk. When using think
alouds during reading, a teacher might pause and say, “We just read that the bear was slumbering. I'm not
sure what slumbering means. Let’s reread this page to see if we can figure out what slumbering means.”
Another example of using text-based discussions for the purpose of promoting self-monitoring is a teacher’s
modeled retelling of the story. “Now I'm going to retell the story.” The teacher models the retell. “Did I
include all the story information in my retell?” Finally, students can even be taught to listen to a partner retell

a story and provide feedback to their partner on whether or not they included all of the critical information.

Understanding the Features of Texts
In addition to comprehension strategies, students must learn about how text is put together. The early
elementary grades are an ideal time to teach text structure because of children’s interest in stories. Identifying
narrative text structure, such as during a story “read aloud,” gives students a framework for discussing and
retelling stories. As a story is read, the teacher guides students in discussing who the story is about, what
happened first, what happened next, and what happened at the end. If these elements are always used to
identify critical features of a story, students have repeated opportunities to discuss story elements and make
text-to-text connections related to main characters and story sequence.

Reading expository, or informational, text requires a slightly different set of comprehension skills and
an understanding of how informational text structure differs from narrative text structure. Reading
informational text often involves reading to locate (and possibly record) particular information, rather than

reading to learn something in a linear, sequential fashion. Because informational texts use a variety of
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organizational patterns (e.g., compare and contrast, cause and effect) that are different from traditional
narrative text, understanding them is more difficult for nearly all students. Often skills for understanding
informational text are not taught until fourth grade, if at all. However, recent research has found that
elementary grade students can be taught to identify differences between narrative and expository texts and
understand the features of informational text structure. They are able to answer questions such as, “Is this a
story book or an information book? How do you know? How/why would we read a story book and an

information book differently?”

Engaging in Content

Focused text-based discussions, or “text talk,” appear to increase vocabulary and comprehension by helping
students actively engage in and focus on content. Effective engagement in learning content from text requires
using comprehension skills, understanding the purpose of text, recognizing text structures and features,
asking and answering critical questions while reading, and monitoring understanding by engaging in
meaningful text-based discussions. All in all, content engagement with text-based discussions is one way

to show students how to orchestrate many of the components of comprehension to demonstrate how
comprehension works. When students focus on understanding content that interests them, they are truly
“putting it all together” in terms of comprehension.

The use of read alouds is one way to incorporate structured, interactive teacher-student discussions.
Rather than simply reading a text aloud without pauses for discussion, text-based discussions can be used to
create opportunities for students to reflect on the storyline or the text’s language to promote comprehension.
For example, a teacher might pause to have students identify the main character and then expand the
discussion by asking about specific character clues. Moreover, instead of just asking students to make
predictions, the teacher might ask why students made a particular prediction. After reading the relevant
story segment, structured discussion might also include follow-up questions asking students to prove
whether or not the prediction was correct. Most importantly, students become true partners in a teacher-
student dialogue about the reading’s content.

Teachers can also provide opportunities for students to talk with one another about a text to actively
engage in content. Literature discussion groups, or “book clubs,” can be used to promote student-to-student,
text-based talk. Book clubs may consist of a small group of students or student pairs matched by the teacher.
During reading, the teacher pauses and asks student groups to discuss a particular comprehension question.
For example, the teacher might ask students to turn to their book club partner to share who they think is the
main character in the story. The use of book clubs to increase content engagement encourages students to use
meaningful vocabulary and makes text-based discussion a routine.

Finally, promoting content engagement requires carefully sequenced teacher-student conversations.
Student comprehension can be scaffolded, or supported, through the use of questioning, prompting, and
extending discussion. For example, as students practice using the main idea strategy, the teacher might ask
them a series of questions that prompts them to articulate the steps in finding the main idea. A planned
series of questions and prompts can also be used to help support student inferential understanding during

read alouds.
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What factors should be considered when evaluating or enhancing a comprehensive

reading program for the strategic processing component of comprehension?

C {/ hen evaluating or enhancing the reading comprehension instruction within a comprehensive reading
program, lessons should include opportunities for students to:
* Learn comprehension skills (e.g., noting details, sequencing, using text structure and organization)

* Explicitly learn comprehension strategies (e.g., main idea, summarizing)

Understand the purpose of the text (e.g., Is the text narrative or expository?)

* Recognize text structures and features

Ask critical questions while reading

* Engage in meaningful text-based discussions

Participate in book clubs or literature discussion groups to increase content engagement

What are the “big ideas” of comprehension instruction?

Comprehension is the ultimate goal of reading. Therefore, the primary purpose of reading instruction is to
help students develop the skills and strategies needed to successfully construct meaning from text. Students
must read a lot. They must establish sufficient reading fluency to allow them to focus attention on gaining
meaning from text instead of decoding. Rather than simply mastering isolated skills, students must be able
to orchestrate multiple strategies before, during, and after reading. In addition, students must develop their
knowledge base on a variety of topics in order to understand a wide array of texts. Overall, comprehension
instruction must teach students how to intentionally interact with the text to create meaning. Developing

students’” comprehension takes time, and instruction must begin early.
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